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AICPA

t Brady Ware, we believe that firm culture is the key to keeping our team
together. We believe that by focusing on retention, we are better able to
manage our firm and serve our clients. This article discusses why reten
tion is important and how we have developed a firm culture that supports our
retention efforts.

A

The top five MAP issues
Every year the PCPS Management of an Accounting Practice (MAP) Committee
polls its members on the issues they are facing in successfully managing their
firms. The top five concerns have been rather consistent over the last several
years. Let’s look at last year’s top five concerns in reverse order.
5. Marketing and practice growth. It is no surprise to CPA firm leaders that not
every accountant is good at marketing, selling, and bringing new clients in
the door. Younger team members who demonstrate a desire and ability to do
this can go to work for any firm and almost name their price. The ones who
don’t possess the natural ability to market and sell are usually qualified tech
nicians who free up partners to market and grow the practice. However, you
must keep these technicians long enough to gain the experience necessary
to truly become an expert resource within your firm.
4. The future ofyour firm. Through my speaking and consulting engagements,
I have the opportunity to talk with hundreds of managing partners and firm
administrators every year. The concern over future leaders in our firms, and
in the profession, is very strong. It’s a fact: Many firms do not have succes
sors in place for the current partner group. In recent years, we have been
desperately seeking people to simply do the work and serve our clients. We
haven’t focused on hiring the best and the brightest. Not enough of them
exist. Many firms now have a team composed of good, and some mediocre,
technicians who have no interest in becoming a partner in the firm. If you

want someone to pay for your retirement, you must
attract and keep achievers by providing a culture
where they can flourish.
3. Fee pressures. Please memorize this sentence: We must
get better and more efficient at what we do. This is
my “battle cry” for the future of public accounting
firms. Memorize it, write it down on paper and put it
on your desk, make it your screensaver, and think
about it every day.
The national firms and the more progressive local
firms have streamlined their processes. You won’t be
able to compete unless you have well-trained people
who use technology to get more done in less time. You
simply cannot accomplish this with high turnover.
2. Keeping up with technology. Think of the training
involved in getting your team members up to speed,
enabling them to efficiently use the technology that
you so generously provide. Efficiency with technol
ogy is no longer a goal for your team alone. Partners
must play the game and set the example. I recently
read a quote by Wayne Harding: “The only CPAs who
don’t need to know about technology are those retir
ing in the next 12 months.” It is imperative that man
aging partners coach their partners to succeed in
this area.
1. Finding, hiring, and retaining a quality team. It will
be a never-ending challenge to find and keep highachievers in public accounting. At Brady Ware, we
believe retention is the key to success in managing all
of the five MAP issues. Said another way, if we suc
ceed in keeping our team together; success with the
other issues will follow. And, further, if you succeed at
retaining, you won’t have to do so much finding and
hiring.

2.

3.

4.

Five reasons why retention is more important now
Focusing on retention just makes good business sense.
Below are five reasons why this is especially important in
today’s pubic accounting firm.
1. Ability to serve clients. According to a recent
Accounting Today marketplace survey, 83% of the

5.

respondents say finding and keeping good people has
become a factor in the firm’s ability to take on new
business. Firms used to merge to gain access to an
expanded client base; now they are merging to gain
access to qualified people.
Increase in competition in recruiting at the college
level. We don’t call it increased competition, we call it
brutal competition. It’s no secret—the professors like
the national firms and steer students in that direction.
Decrease in the number of accounting graduates.
According the AICPA, the number of students enrolled
in accounting degree programs dropped 23% between
1995 and 1999. Recent studies have even questioned
whether some accounting departments will survive at
some of the major universities.
Effort involved in hiring experienced people. We used
to be able to find experienced people. A local or
regional firm could easily pick up the national firm
dropouts. National firms would never consider hiring
someone with only local firm experience. Now they
are aggressively seeking our people. This was unheard
of until recent years. The national firms have also
worked to improve their turnover rate; not as many are
dropping out.
Once you get an interview with an experienced per
son, they are asking much tougher questions, such as
What kind of computers do you have? Will I have my
own laptop? Will I have Internet access at my desktop?
Could I see a copy of your mentoring program and
your training program?
Firms are interviewing a variety of people now, tech
nology consultants and technicians, medical consul
tants, human resource consultants, investment advisers,
and trainers. These people want to know what your
firm is all about and, like accountants; they’ll do their
homework and research your firm on the Web.
Training and maintaining. Keeping good people is
more important now than ever because of the
expense, the time, and the effort involved in develop
ing a person to the three- to four-year level. It is a sig
nificant drain on your resources as a firm and is a major
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financial commitment. You simply cannot afford to
lose them.

What firms can do to create a firm culture
Successful firms across the country are taking action.
They are listening to their people and creating a culture
where people want to stay. When attracting new clients
to your firm, you must make dealing with your firm a
pleasant experience, you must convince them that you
are unique—differentiate yourself from your competi
tion. The same thing applies to your team. You must con
vince them you are unique and prove it.
At Brady Ware, we believe that the little things can make
the biggest difference. You probably noticed that we use
the word team, not staff. It’s a little thing at our firm but
it is powerful. The old style of dictatorial management is
long-gone. A team approach provides better service to
our clients, and if you talk like a team, you might actually
begin to act like a team! Culture is key and you can be a
firm where people want to stay by focusing on four
areas: communication, opportunity, training, and manag
ing. Your activities within these areas can make a visible
statement that you are a unique firm.

Communication
If you have had any type of confrontation or issues with
your team members or partners recently, I bet it boils
down to an issue of communication. Firms often say they
welcome suggestions from the team and have an open
door policy, but do they actually make it easy? The goal
should be to make it easy for team members by creating
forums and tools to make communication happen.
Suggestions for creating these vehicles are outlined here.
Team meetings. We have weekly team briefings. Keep
them short and informative and use them to recognize
people. One of the most motivating things you can do
for your team is simply recognize their efforts in public.
One of our administrative team members cleaned out the
refrigerator shortly after tax season. No one asked her to
do it but everyone noticed. Our marketing director fash
ioned a trophy out of trash, using a glue gun, and pre
sented it to her at a team meeting. She received a stand
ing ovation. We do our Halloween costume judging at
our team meetings. We keep everyone informed about
the activities of our Efficiency and Operations
Committee (EOC), the group focusing on our paperless
initiative. Ask many people to speak—your trainer, IT
manager, industry group leaders, and service group lead
ers. Our marketing director informs everyone of net
working opportunities and direct mail activities, and rec
ognizes those who have brought in new clients during
the past week.

Committees and task forces. Involve every level of
your team in your tax and assurance committees. This
gives them a forum to express their ideas and opinions.
When these groups propose new systems and proce
dures to the partners, act upon them. Don’t ask their
opinion if you aren’t going to do anything with it.
Industry groups. If your firm is organized into industry
niches, invite everyone to participate. Have them partic
ipate in educational sessions and marketing activities for
that niche. Ask them to help identify better ways to ser
vice niche clients. This can be another forum where they
can communicate and influence the success of the firm.
Surveys. When was the last time you did a team attitude
survey? Do them often and take action on some of the
suggestions.
Immediate performance appraisals. Your team mem
bers want to know how they are doing on a continual
basis. Use a simple, brief form to give them feedback
immediately after an engagement. It can be paper or on
your intranet. Leaders in your firm should be sure to
comment on the performance and thank the manager or
supervisor for completing the evaluation.
Internal technology. Be sure your internal technology
fosters better communication. We have our sign-in/out
board on our system. Our “director of first impressions”
can immediately inform callers when our partners and
team will be back in the office or how to reach them via
cell phone (we record our cell phone numbers when we
sign out). Your intranet also plays a key role. It is an excel
lent means of communication and efficiency within a firm.
Other forums. Our managing director has an open
agenda lunch several times a year to simply listen to our
team and provide team members with a forum for asking
questions. We have an annual state-of-the-firm meeting
after our directors retreat to let everyone know what was
discussed.

Opportunity
The question used to be, If I work long and hard will I
make partner? Now it is, If I work school hours can I still
become a manager? For creating opportunities for your
team in your firm, consider providing the following sug
gestions.
Create a career manager position. Providing a career
manager position can help you retain top-notch, experi
enced people you might otherwise lose. Make it possible
for them to have a prestigious, high-level, well-paying
career without being an owner.
Document the partner track. A well-documented part
ner track program is also needed. How many times have
you been asked by young team members, What do I have
to do to become a partner? Be prepared to give every
continued on page 4

THE PRACTICING CPA, NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2001

3

continued from page 3 — Culture

new person entering your firm a director-in-training
manual.
Offer flexible work arrangements. Opportunity to a
growing number of CPAs means a flexible work arrange
ment. Most firms are now offering such arrangements.
However, be sure to keep your word. If someone
expresses the desire to work 20 hours per week, don’t
give them 30 hours of work to do.

Training
Young people in accounting firms today want to contin
ually learn and improve. Set a goal to become a firm
known for its learning environment.
Provide a mentor program. A well-documented men
toring program is very important. Educate your team
about how it works and provide training to both mentors
and proteges. Monitor the program to identify weak
nesses and address them immediately.
Hire an IT trainer. A full-time trainer should be part of
your technology team. Remember, we must get better
and more efficient at what we do. A professional train
er can help you do just that. A qualified trainer can do
more than just teach Microsoft courses. They can coor
dinate the entire continuing professional education pro
gram and establish a “firm university,” a program for
thorough orientation and training of your one to threeyear team members. At Brady Ware, we hired our first
professional trainer this summer. Our team was excited
about this new resource and he has made a difference
already.
Create effective systems. Your team members also want
to be involved in the growth and success of the firm.
Involve them in identifying better ways to serve your
clients. Ask them to help you provide your clients with
truly awesome service. Nothing is more demotivating to
a team member than being forced to rush a last-minute job
through the office, especially if it’s been sitting on a part
ner’s floor for about six weeks. Involve your team in
developing and monitoring systems that facilitate efficient
workflow and timely service. Your firm administrator can
lead this task force, your trainer can educate the entire
team on how the systems work, and your administrative
team will monitor adherence to the systems. Partners
must set the example, not be the problem.
Encourage client contact. One of the most motivating
ways to involve your team and mentor them in a success
ful career in public accounting is to simply take them
along when meeting with clients and prospects. Develop
a program within your firm to make this happen. Partners
have good intentions but will simply forget to include the
younger team members. I call it TAKA—take a kid along

(kid meaning a one- to five-year person, no matter what
their age). How can you expect your team to bring in
new business and develop strong client relationships
without learning from the masters (the partners)? It gives
them an opportunity to sharpen their negotiating skills,
communication skills, and maybe even observe good man
ners and dining etiquette.

Management
Energize your team by showing them they are working for
a winning firm. If they are convinced they are working for
a winner, they’ll recruit for you.
Are you offering your clients the value-added services
that your team is reading about? Enabling your people to
say to your clients, We can help you, demonstrates that
you are managing a winning firm.
Consider entering local and national recognition con
tests. Most business communities have small business
awards and for years firms have been nominating their
clients. Nominate your own firm. You might actually
win! Be sure to use advertising and press releases to
enhance your firm’s image; this is another way to show
your team the firm is a winner.
The following are some things to consider in showing
your team you are a winner:

® Upgrade technology every other year.
® Embrace better use of technology for efficiency.
® Hire an audit efficiency consultant to improve your
systems.
® Provide formal marketing training for your team—
bring in a well-known consultant.
® Upscale offices and training facilities.

® Hire a full-time professional trainer.
® Recognize people—often and publicly.
® Don’t be cheap.
® Have fun!

Conclusion
In closing, remember that a good team is hard to find. You
must differentiate yourself from the competition. Study
after study has shown that teams simply want to be appre
ciated. If you focus on keeping your team together, those
top-five MAP concerns won’t be an issue in your firm. ✓

—By Rita Keller, COO with Brady, Ware & Schoenfeld
in Dayton, Ohio, is a nationally known speaker and
consultant to CPA firms and CPA firm associations.
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THE CORPORATE MANAGEMENT
CONCEPT IN ACCOUNTING FIRMS
By Fred Dillon

We have heard about the staffing crisis in the accounting
profession and the dwindling enrollment in accounting
programs nationwide. If this is true, the question might
arise, Who is going to run your CPA firm when the baby
boomer partners retire?
As you review your succession plan for your firm, you
may want to consider a relatively new concept in
accounting firms that is based on a corporate model of
management and the emerging role of the chief operat
ing officers (COOs). This appears to be a growing
approach to accounting firm management. In June of
each year, the Association for Accounting Administration
(AAA) does a salary survey at their National Symposium.
Part of the survey asks those in attendance about their
job titles. In 2001, 18% of those individuals reporting a
title were holding the position of COO or a related title
(such as CEO, VP-operations, director of operations).
This article briefly describes the corporate model of
management and the responsibilities of the COO.

How does it work?
Firms adopting a corporate structure for operations are
attempting to differentiate between the dual roles tradi
tionally served by their partner/shareholders—that is, the
role of both manager and employee. In the corporate
structure model, when the partner/shareholders attend a
meeting of the board of directors (management commit
tee and others), they fill a role as a member of the board.
They have responsibility for setting the policy and strate
gy and helping create the vision of what the firm is and
where it is trying to go.
The duration and frequency of these meetings depends
on such factors as the size of the firm, the ability of the
COO to manage daily operations, and the initiatives being
advanced by the firm. The goal is to conduct a maximum
amount of business in a minimum amount of time to
allow the time saved to be redeployed to business devel
opment and client relations.
As soon as partner/shareholders leave the meeting, they
assume a role as an employee of the corporation, fully
accountable for achieving effective results. These firms
are vesting a CEO or COO with significant authority to
hold the owner/employees accountable for their results.
A suggested guideline for conducting the board of
directors meeting is included in Exhibit 1, “Sample
Policies for the Conduct of Board of Directors Meetings.”

COO Information Available
The Association for Accounting Administration
(AAA) has a variety of sample job descriptions for
chief operations officer (COO) positions. For
copies of those descriptions, contact:

Kimberly Fantaci, Executive Director
Association for Accounting Administration
136 South Keowee Street
Dayton, Ohio 45402
Phone: (937) 222-0030
Fax: (937) 222-5794
E-mail: aaainfo@cpaadmin.org
Web site: www.cpaadmin.org

What does the COO do?
Simply stated, the COO’s responsibility is to run the
internal operations of his or her firm in an effort to free
CPA partners and shareholders to serve the needs of the
clients of the firm. Depending on the size of the firm and
other staff in the firm, functions assigned to the COO
could include the following:1
● Direct administrative affairs and support functions.
● Formalize finance, personnel, and general administra
tive policy.

© Recruit accountants and administrative personnel.
● Direct and supervise financial management and busi
ness planning.
● Supervise management data, analysis, and reporting.

● Supervise administrative personnel.
● Manage physical facilities and systems.
● Serve as an ex-officio member of all committees and
attend all partner and executive committee meetings.

© Assume controllership and marketing director re
sponsibilities.
The COO will employ and supervise staff necessary to
discharge these responsibilities and is responsible for estab
lishing the duties and authority of those staff members. The
COO operates at the partner/principal level and reports to
the managing partner, CEO, or executive committee.

What qualifications are needed?
Qualifications for the position vary widely from firm to
firm, but there are some basic elements that are essential:
continued on page 6

1Adapted from A Guide to CPA Firm Management, published by AAA, 1999.
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EXHIBIT 1 — SAMPLE POLICIES FOR THE CONDUCT OF BOARD OF DIRECTORS MEETINGS’
1. Corporate bylaws govern overall conduct and activities.
2. Decisions made at the board meetings can have significant legal import; therefore, we generally follow Robert's
Rules of Order and duly record the results of our meetings, particularly votes on motions, in the minutes of the
meetings.
3. We follow the following four basic principles of parliamentary procedure:
a. We will consider one thing at a time.
b. We will ensure justice, courtesy, and equal treatment to all members.
c. We will serve the will of the majority.
d. We will preserve the right of the minority to be heard.
4. We will consider matters of policy and strategy, and will endeavor to leave the details of management to the exec
utive committee (CEO, COO, CFO).
5. Once the board makes a decision, we will publicly and privately support the decision of the board, even if we voted
against it.
6. Agendas for each meeting will be distributed at least three business days before the meeting. Members will be
expected to review the agenda and any accompanying material before the meeting.
7. All major issues must be placed on the agenda in advance, except for emergency situations approved by the chairman.
8. Any member has the right to cause an issue to be placed on the agenda. Placing an item on the agenda does not
ensure that the issue will be considered fully by the board, since any member can introduce a motion not to fur
ther consider that issue. If such a motion is passed, the matter will not be further considered by the board at that
meeting. This procedure reflects the principle of preserving the right of the minority to be heard, but the will of
the majority to be served.
9. Under the parliamentary rules applicable to small boards, the chairman may make motions and discuss pending
questions the same as any other member, and is entitled to vote on all motions.
10. Meetings will ordinarily not last longer than two hours.
11. Minutes of the meetings will be prepared and signed by the chairman and recording secretary. Since the minutes
could be of legal or other significance, members should review the minutes carefully and should propose any nec
essary corrections at the next board meeting.
12. Except otherwise provided in these standing rules, members must be present at a meeting to vote on an issue.
13. Proxy voting by absent members is permitted, except for any issues that are decided on the basis of a sharehold
er vote. Absent members may give their proxy to another designated board member who may cast such proxy in
their absence.
14. Issues that are decided on the basis of stock ownership will be voted upon by written ballots cast by all voting
board members/stockholders. Members absent from the board meeting in which a shareholder vote issue is on
the agenda will be permitted to vote after the board meeting, within a period designated by the board.
1Dr

afted by Roger L. Osborne, CPA, chairman of the board of directors of Simpson & Osborne, CPAs A.C.

continued from page 5 — Corporate Management Concept

Conclusion

● An accounting or other business degree. In some
cases the CPA designation may be helpful.
● General management experience, with specific work
experience in the areas of greatest concern to your firm,
for example, systems, human resources, and accounting.
● Communications skills. The successful COO must be
able to communicate effectively with everyone from
the most senior partners to the 19-year-old Gen-X sup
port staff member, and a variety of vendors, competi
tors, and other professionals.

The goal of the corporate management model is to free
partner time to focus on client service and client relations,
so it is only logical that as the supply and demand for qual
ified accountants continues to widen, the corporate man
agement model may become a common approach to run
ning firms in the coming years. ✓
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—By Fred Dillon, Simpson & Osborne, CPAs A.C.,
Charleston, West Virginia.
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PCPS
UPDATE

How Do You Get Employees Excited About
Your Firm?
Throw a party! Bill Balhoff, chairman of PCPS, recently
hosted a special event for employees at his firm,
Postlethwaite & Netterville, in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, as
well as five other offices in southern Louisiana, and found
it to be a big success. The firm organized a services fair
with the goal of helping employees better understand the
different services areas of the firm and the activities
underway in each area and, in turn, excite staff about the
company.
Each area of the firm had a designated booth where rep
resentatives gave 15-minute video or PowerPoint presen
tations. Employees received “passports” and were
encouraged to attend eight booths (of 10 in total) to get
their passports stamped. Food, prizes, and other incen
tives were provided at each booth to promote a fun envi
ronment for employees. For example, at the Financial
Planning booth, employees could sign up to win a free
financial planning session while browsing through exam
ples of the division’s group work products and capabili
ties. Employees received a set of laminated cards describ
ing each of the specialty areas to take home.
The knowledge employees gained by participating in
the fair provided them with information they will be able
to pass along to clients and can use to enhance their own
careers. This type of event is a great motivational tool for
employees. Executing a program such as this can be fair
ly simple and easily imitated at firms of any size. If your
firm is interested in coordinating a similar event, addi
tional tips and information will be posted in future
Practicing CPA “Updates” sections and on the Web site at
www.aicpa.org/pcps/index.html .

Celebrating 25 Years of PCPS
Next year commemorates the 25th anniversary of PCPS.
There will be ongoing communications and activities
throughout 2002 to acknowledge this special celebra
tion. A 25th anniversary theme party will be held during
the Practitioner’s Symposium to honor the history of the
organization and highlight some of its major accomplish
ments over the years. Look for continuing details and
developments in future Practicing CPA “Updates” sec
tions. The 2002 Practitioner’s Symposium will be held
Sunday, June 2 through Wednesday, June 5, in Las Vegas,
Nevada, at the Bellagio Hotel and Casino.
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Five-Step Plan for Positioning a New
Consulting Service
Expanding the type of services a firm offers can breed
confusion and raise numerous questions about marketing,
implementation, client needs, and a variety of other issues.
Edi Osborne, CEO of Mentor Plus, was invited to the PCPS
Executive Committee meeting in mid-September to dis
cuss the topic “Deploying New Consulting Services:
Challenges and Best Practices.” Following is a summary of
the key points covered during her presentation to the
committee.
Osborne recommends developing a five-step plan to
address the issues, goals, and opportunities associated with
deploying a new consulting service. Beginning with the end
in mind often helps to identify critical steps, challenges, and
measurements for success during each step of the process.
Step one of the planning process is internal prepara
tion. To sell a service to others, it must first be sold inter
nally. Partners of the firm must support the idea in order
to bring the concept to life. Almost as important is con
ducting a thorough assessment of the skills and compe
tencies of your team, as well as current and potential
clients’ needs. Once support is established and a need for
the service is identified, there are tactical considerations,
such as developing a team, setting up performance mea
sures, allocating necessary resources and developing con
sulting deliverables. Internal communication should be
part of the promotional plan as well—employees should
have a clear understanding of changes taking place at the
firm and be aware of opportunities to expand business.
After the foundation is laid, planning can then begin for
internal and external service promotion. Market research
is key to understanding your audiences, competitors, and
status in the industry or service area. For instance, a firm
can build credibility in a new line of business by identify
ing outside positioning opportunities, such as speaking
engagements, placing timely articles in relevant publica
tions, and developing collateral materials. Pricing strate
gies should be evaluated to help determine service pack
ages, client billing, and guarantees.
The third part of the planning process is selling the
engagement. Wherever possible, the firm should inte
grate the new consulting service into existing relation
ships and introduce the idea into new relationships.
continued on page 8

PCPS, an alliance of the AICPA, represents more
than 6,000 local and regional CPA firms. The goal
of PCPS is to provide member firms with up-todate information, advocacy and solutions to chal
lenges facing their firms and the profession.
Please call (800) CPA-FIRM for more information.
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continued from page 7 — PCPS Update

The next question then becomes how to deliver and
facilitate new consulting service solutions. Goals need to
be established, and external and internal benchmarks
identified. It’s important to determine how projects will
be designed, implemented, and managed. Part of the
design process is assessing the needs of the client and its
management, developing a timeline, and determining
accountability. Once the plan is put in place, communi
cation becomes key. Determine small goals to meet
along the way and how to distinguish progress. After
completion of the project, quantify results and benefits to
the client, and sell additional services.
The final step of the process is leveraging results. This
should be a continual process, as there is always room to
grow and improve. A variety of strategies can be used to
build on the success of a new service, such as building a
case study library, developing white papers, and creating
brochure inserts. Finding a way to stimulate referrals is one
of the best ways to gain recognition in a new service area.
Osborne, CEO of Mentor Plus, is co-founder and devel
oper of the Mentor Plus® Consulting Accountants’

EDITOR'S NOTE
The AICPA is very pleased to have the Association
for Accounting Administration (AAA) as the guest
editor of this issue of the Practicing CPA. Members
of AAA contributed and reviewed the articles in
this issue. AAA is the one representative voice of
the accounting administration profession. Many of
its members put forth a great deal of effort into
educating the public accounting profession about
the benefits of hiring professional administrators to
run the business affairs of their respective firms.
For information on membership, contact AAA at
(937) 222-0030 or aaainfo@capadmin.org .

RoundTable and AICPA CPA Performance View PLUS
training program. She is recognized as one of the leading
experts in the area of performance measurement and has
mentored dozens of accounting firms through the
process of developing new consulting services.
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